I
n the first years of your career as a stroke physician, you are concerned with the patient you thrombolyzed yesterday and worry whether there is an intracerebral hemorrhage on the follow-up scan. Besides, you stress over the statistics for the paper your professor has been telling you to write for the past 6 months. While you are doing your best to become an excellent clinical stroke physician and you are trying hard to understand the world of academics, it is difficult to find the time for organizational work. The idea that you, as a trainee, may be able to influence global clinical practice and establish an international network may seem unrealistic. However, national and international stroke organizations act as platforms for influence, collaboration, inspiration, exchange of experiences, networking, and career promotion from early on. In the following article, we summarize why it is more than worthwhile to get involved in a stroke organization and we report our own experiences as members of the European Stroke Organisation (ESO) Young Stroke Physicians Committee.
Influence the Direction of Stroke Care and Research
Vascular neurologists at the start of their careers are at the forefront in the emergency room, working directly with all disciplines involved in stroke care. They are exposed to the daily challenges of treating patients. Whether in a tertiary stroke center or in a hospital without a stroke unit, fellows get to see strengths and weaknesses of the pathways at their institutions. Nevertheless, the ability to change basic processes in patient care and in the organization of stroke services in general is limited. Involvement in a stroke organization yields opportunities to influence the direction of stroke care and research, for example, by contributing to guidelines, reviewing grant applications, reviewing papers, and rating abstracts for conferences. Being involved in these processes will improve skills needed for writing successful grant applications. Our own involvement in a stroke organization allows us to contribute with blog posts on topics within the stroke field that we find important and of special interest. Additionally, we contribute to the scientific program of conferences and meetings, an example being the career-mentoring workshop, in which young stroke physicians and researchers get the opportunity to present study protocols to leading stroke experts and get feedback and advice on how to improve the study design.
Getting Inspiration for a Career as Clinician Scientist
Setting up a career as a Clinician Scientist, combining clinical work and research, requires strong motivation, self-discipline, and endurance. As an early career vascular neurologist, clinical work may be challenging enough. Nonetheless, the prospective Clinician Scientist heads to the laboratory or reads papers instead of going out with friends in the leisure time.
When research projects fail, sympathy among colleagues and friends might be limited and eventually, doubts will arise about being on the right track. Involvement in stroke organizations can result in introductions to many like-minded people at different career stages: peers, who share your worries and problems, and also those who have successfully tackled the first hurdles as Clinician Scientists. Ultimately, there are successful role models at all levels of the career ladder, who give support and inspiration to progress the started path as a Clinician Scientist.
Establishing Strong Networks Early On
Involvement in a stroke organization inevitably creates new networks including connections to experienced stroke researchers, all of whom are potential mentors giving valuable advice for future research projects and career paths and act as role models for you to develop leadership skills. Successful research requires collaborators, and the network established through stroke organizations with colleagues at the same career level and with the same research focus facilitates exchange of experiences and future collaboration. Also, engaging in stroke organizations early may help you establish the network needed for implementing multicenter trials in later career stages.
Combatting the Global Burden of Stroke
The aim to reduce the continuously growing global stroke burden is a strong incentive to engage in stroke organizations and that intravenous thrombolysis and mechanical thrombectomy represent 2 highly effective treatments for acute ischemic stroke, 3 the global stroke burden has significantly increased.
1 This is mainly because of the fact that these treatments are available only for a minority of patients with stroke worldwide and the difficulties in implementing primary and secondary prevention globally. 1 There are remarkable geographical variations in stroke prevalence and stroke mortality between developed and developing countries. Although the prevalence of ischemic stroke is ≈3 times higher in developed countries than in developing countries (1015-1184 per 100 000 versus 339 per 100 000), stroke mortality is generally lower in developed countries. 1 Stroke organizations aim to outbalance regional disparities and reduce morbidity and mortality from stroke globally through improvement of organized stroke care and implementation of standardized, evidence-based clinical practice guidelines. For example, with the help of a stroke organization, you may be able to perform an internship at a well-established stroke center to implement standardized organizational procedures at your institution back home.
Improve Stroke Awareness Among Young People
Stroke is not only a disease of old age, and stroke organizations may look to the input of young stroke physicians to better reach out to the younger population to improve stroke awareness. The stroke incidence is increasing in young adults and children. According to findings from the Global Burden of Disease Study, 31% of all strokes in 2010 were in young and middle-aged adults (aged <65 years old) and children. 4 In fact, the absolute number of childhood strokes has increased by ≈35% between 1990 and 2013. 5 The rising stroke incidence in children and young and middle-aged adults requires further attention and enhanced awareness among health professionals and citizens alike. Better awareness may also promote the adherence to primary prevention strategies among children and young adults. The latter would be a particularly useful approach to reduce the stroke burden because changes in health practices are most effective, when initiated early, before the manifestation of subclinical risk factors. In a rapidly changing world, involvement of young stroke physicians in organizational work is likely to promote new channels, such as Facebook and blogs, which may increase stroke awareness. Also the importance of stroke and stroke prevention at young ages might be communicated by young stroke physicians in a way young people can better relate to.
Membership in a Stroke Organization
Membership and involvement in stroke organizations early on enhance careers for several reasons, including the acquisition of knowledge during clinical and scientific sessions of conferences, the acquisition of technical skills in workshops, and the exchange of experiences with clinicians and researchers from other countries.
There are several benefits of membership such as free access to online stroke organization scientific journals and CME credits, as well as discounted article publication charges for accepted articles and yearly print subscriptions of journals.
Reduced fees and travel grants at conferences facilitate participation and make it easier to keep up to date with the latest research. The results of large clinical trials are often presented by the principal investigators at large conferences, before publication in journals. Furthermore, the participation in dedicated skills workshops enables acquisition of new technical skills, which will benefit both your career and your local hospital.
Members also have the opportunity to participate in educational programs such as the European Stroke Organization Summer School or department exchange programs where personal contact with leading stroke specialists with wide-ranging expertise can be established.
To put special emphasis on the promotion of young stroke physicians, stroke organizations often deploy dedicated committees, for instance, the World Stroke Organization Young Stroke Professionals, the early career committees of the American Heart Association, and the ESO Young Stroke Physicians Committee. These committees aim to promote and support young stroke researchers by increasing the participation of young stroke researchers in conferences by organizing workshops and lectures of particular interest to young physicians and promoting grants and educational programs specifically aimed at trainees.
Whether chairing or participating in stroke organization committees, the added benefit is developing leadership skills. Organizational committee work includes motivational talks, task delegation, and getting people to work together, all important aspects of leadership.
As members of the ESO Young Stroke Physician committee, we can warmly recommend involvement in any national or international stroke organization. Through our ESO activities, we were able to create our own networks early on. Moreover, involvement in ESO gives us inspiration and the opportunity to, at least partly, influence stroke care in Europe. And finally, we all agree that it is a pleasure to meet and collaborate with like-minded young colleagues from different countries.
Conclusions
Engagement in a stroke organization is a privilege, which enables you to take part in scientific meetings, acquire the latest specialist knowledge, meet leading stroke experts, and establish strong networks early on. Organizational work is inspiring and gives you influence and responsibility, allowing you to develop leadership skills. Check out any stroke organization website for membership and contact existing committee members to show your interest. Get involved, have fun and remember that your voice matters, too!
